
Lopez 1

Freudian and Jungian Perspectives in Literature

The human mind, even today, harbors fascinating unknowns that specialists try to

decipher through various means. For more than a century, psychology has been one of the main

tools used for this function. Using both the scientific method and other methods of introspection,

its main interest has been to unravel the mysteries of human behavior, thought, and morality,

using mostly individuals of our species as objects of study. To this end, investigations in which a

wide variety of factors have been parameterized are carried out.

In all its forms, art can be considered one of the most significant reflections of the mind

and our morality and spirituality. It is part of what differentiates us from other animal species and

marks each culture's peculiarities. It is understandable then that art has been used as an object of

study by psychologists, who have considered it as an open window to the most intimate psyche

not only of its authors, but of their public and, sometimes, of their communities and historical

times.

Since literature is a particularly introspective and versatile artistic expression, I have

considered it appropriate to use four texts to subject them to psychological analysis. Literature

often uses archetypal elements and symbolisms that easily lend themselves to be analyzed from a

psychoanalytic perspective. For instance, the review of two specific writings brought to the small

screen - Game of Thrones, by George R. R. Martin, and Outlander, by Diana Gabaldon - can

provide us with a good basis to begin to explore the conception of the Oedipus complex and

mass hysteria, respectively. On the other hand, both Brave New World, by Aldous Huxley, and

The Bluest Eye, by Toni Morrison, interestingly exemplify the concepts of trauma and

suppression in Freudian psychology. On its own, Brave New World is a piece that reflects the

concepts of Jungian spirituality and the collective unconscious. This is how I consider that
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through the lens of psychoanalysis, we can discover new relationships, meanings, and

interpretations for the majority of literary works, including the aforementioned.

Game of Thrones is the name of the successful television series created by David Benioff

and D. B. Weiss and produced by HBO as an adaptation of the novel saga A Song of Ice and

Fire, written by George R. R. Martin. Game of Thrones has had a significant impact on

contemporary television and literary culture, becoming one factor in the increase in the fantasy

genre's consumption and demand. One of the aspects that have contributed the most to this

series's overwhelming success has undoubtedly been its characters' quality and depth. All of

them, diverse, with elaborate pasts, and carefully crafted and often twisted mentalities, have been

analyzed in studies that obtained very interesting conclusions. Hereby, below I seek to add my

voice to that of those interested in the psychology behind the characters created by Martin and

molded by Benioff and Weiss. More specifically, I will focus on explaining the relationship

found between Daenerys Targaryen and Freud's theory of the Oedipus complex, arguing that her

entire life and controversial arc development are a symbolic representation of the natural

progress of this particular process.

According to Freud, the Oedipus complex consists of a child's unconscious sexual desire

for one of the parents (“Oedipus Complex”). If the opposite gender parent is the object of their

desire, it is called the positive Oedipus complex, the opposite being the negative Oedipus

complex (Dolloff). During this conflict, the child will conceive one parent as a rival for the other

one's attention and love, thus having unconscious negative feelings towards the first. However,

these feelings of envy or jealousy will produce growing anxiety in the infant, with which they

can only deal with their own identification with the rival parent; this is the conflict's natural and

healthy resolution. By identifying themselves with the other parent, the infant will embrace and
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incorporate their morality, stripping them of the rival image to become a role model now.  It is

notable from the aforementioned, that to understand the Oedipus complex, it is also essential to

understand Freud's so-called divisions of the mind, according to which the mind is divided into

id (instincts), ego (reality), and superego (morality).

To understand Daenerys' story and outcome from this theory, it is crucial to start with her

roots. Daenerys, a Targaryen house member, is the only daughter of King Aerys II and Queen

Rhaella Targaryen. Her father, also known as the Mad King, is the last Targaryen king

recognized by the rest of the Westeros rulers. His violence, paranoia, and inhumane methods of

torture were the catalysts for the rebellion that would later end his life and the greatness of his

home. During this rebellion, Rhaella is forced to flee Westeros with her son Viserys while

pregnant with Daenerys. After her mother’s death during childbirth, Daenerys was then raised by

her older brother, secretly aided by some allies to House Targaryen. As she grew older, she

learned stories about her ancestors and the circumstances under which they fell from grace. Thus,

as she forged her resilient and proud character, Daenerys sets out to be a better queen than her

father could ever be. Daenerys was aware of the horrors committed by Aerys, and although she

deeply resents the rebels who destroyed her family, she always rejects his methods and blames

his insanity. On the other hand, her brother often told her positive stories of their mother, whom

he loves, so Daenerys grows up sharing this positive view.

Having established this context, I can defend and classify Daenerys' internal relationship

with her parents as the negative Oedipus complex. Aerys is her rival and Rhaella her preferred

figure. Through her rejection of her father's methods and his position as king, which she tries to

achieve by becoming a better ruler than he could ever be, she demonstrates the same attitude as

an infant against her rival parent. Daenerys could be interpreted as holding her father's image as
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everything she wishes not to become, with resentment and contempt. At the same time, her father

temporarily possessed everything she desired: the power of the seven kingdoms of Westeros. In

the third episode of the seventh season, “The Queen’s Justice,” the following fragment supports

the stated claim:

- Your father burned my grandfather alive, burned my uncle alive. He would have burned

the Seven Kingdoms…

-My father was an evil man. On behalf of House Targaryen, I ask you forgiveness for the

crimes he committed against your family. And I ask you not to judge a daughter by the

sins of her father. (9:39-10:03)

Contrastingly, given the development of the story's events, Daenerys will act in a way

very similar to how her father would have done, burning and destroying a city full of innocent

people in order to seize power. This is the outlet that a growing anxiety and anguish have on the

character, who ends up shedding the ideals she maintains until that moment. The story’s climax

represents the end of the internal unsustainability between Daenerys’ impulses and morals,

which were diluted to give way to a very different ethic, little in line with what she had defended

up to now. In the fifth episode of the eighth season, called “The Bells,” the following line

exemplifies the change in the character’s mentality: “Let it be fear” (17:27).

In this way, the character's development reaches an end, leading to a catastrophic

resolution in which Daenerys adopts the morality and behavior of her father as her own, finally

identifying herself with him, just as an infant would put aside the resentment towards the rival

parent to adopt their behaviors, ideals, and to begin considering them as a role figure.

Moreover, I am not only interested in focusing on characters since storylines and plot are

also subject to psychoanalysis interpretation. It is possible to relate the situations described or the
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conflicts of entire chapters from a psychoanalytic perspective since in these can be found

examples (placed unconsciously or not) of phenomena studied in this theory. The perfect

example of these psychoanalytic significant situations is Outlander, which, similarly to Game of

Thrones, is a very successful television series developed by Ronald D. Moore and based on the

novel saga of the same name written by Diana Gabaldon. To justify my previous statement, I will

focus only on two chapters of the first season: the tenth, titled “By the Pricking of My Thumbs,”

and the eleventh, “The Devil's Mark.” The reason for choosing these two episodes is simple:

Claire, the protagonist of the story, and her friend Geillis are arrested and tried for witchcraft.

This event demonstrates the interconnected relationship between the witch hunt and mass

hysteria.

Several investigations have been carried out in regarding witch hunts and mass hysteria;

witch hunts have most interested psychohistorians given the magnitude of their expansion in the

fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, although, as represented in the series, they were still practiced

even in the eighteenth century. In the eleventh episode, “The Devil’s Mark,” where Claire and

her friend Geillis are tried in court for their alleged witchcraft, several self-proclaimed witnesses

volunteer to testify. Although what they say might seem ridiculous and nonsensical, it is

necessary to point out that at the time, due to similar statements, tens of thousands of people

-mostly women- were killed. What would lead a community of people to champion for

someone’s death based on unrealistic allegations of witchcraft? Using a psychoanalytic

perspective and setting aside the possible personal interests that someone could have had to

blame another person, the population is unleashing its sadistic impulses against the person

accused of witchcraft. In this way, they feel that they are absolving themselves, which is an

unconscious defense mechanism called projection. This defense mechanism makes external - and
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therefore easier to deal with - the moral anguish that both the id and the superego, indifferently,

could be causing (“Projection”). In these witchcraft cases, the ego was being protected from

things that would otherwise be too difficult to accept morally. I hypothesize that probably the

feelings sought to atone would be those of lust since witches and women, in general, were

attributed an insatiable carnal lust (as it is written in the Malleus Maleficarum, a manual for

hunting witches, written in 1468 by the Dominican inquisitors Heinrich Kramer and Jakob

Sprenger); the social norms of the time did not benefit the development of full and healthy

sexuality without feelings of guilt.

Freud studied mass hysteria; he believed that it was a cathartic way in which the body

relieved or reduced the stress produced by unconscious mental conflicts that needed to be

resolved. Although Freud focused this on people with conversion disorder (somatic symptoms

that did not derive from any "real" physical discomfort) (“Conversion Disorder”), it may be

equally related to the population's reactions who sought to see Claire and Geillis burn in flames.

By connecting it with the previously described projection mechanism, this one can be seen as a

way to alleviate the collective hysteria fueled by repressed feelings of guilt and frustration.

Simultaneously, mass hysteria would be stimulated precisely by the unconscious relief

represented by the exoneration of internal conflicts. A demonstration of this is the inclination of

all the presents to accept any argument against the accused women, regardless of the fact that all

the above have been refuted with logic and ease. As Claire observes, “Ned’s skill at turning an

argument on its head started to show promise, but as I looked around the room at these good

people, I wondered what made them so ready to watch us burn. Regardless of the evidence, they

only wanted one outcome” (“The Devil’s Mark,” (16:02-16:22). Their confirmation bias not only
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makes them downplay the counterarguments, but also adds importance to what the new

witnesses are contributing.

At the same time, the common context of the characters is being influenced by Scottish

mythology. The relevance of this is that they all share certain archetypes derived from their

popular beliefs. The psychoanalytic definition that Carl Jung gave to the archetypes was that of

symbols that were understood and assimilated by all humans in a passive way, derived from an

ancestral and unconscious experience (“Archetype”). As Claire belongs to another temporal

context, these archetypes, although familiar in some cases, are strange to her and not in keeping

with her own. A concrete example that hints at this gap in the way of thinking and processing

events of Claire and the rest of characters is in chapter 10, entitled “By The Pricking of My

Thumbs.” Around minute 20:00 of this chapter, Claire finds a baby alone in the woods.

According to her friend Geillis, it is a baby that has been changed by the fairies, so the parents

have left it in the forest so that the real one can be returned to them. Although it is perfectly

normal for Geillis, Jaime, who is Claire’s lover and husband, and the rest of the community,

Claire is horrified by these actions since clearly the baby ends up dying from the cold. However,

Jaime explains the mythology of the Scottish Highlands and their intrinsic believe in magic:

‘It’s not about what I believe. These people, they’ve never been more than a day’s walk

from the place they were born. They hear no more of the world than what Father Bain

tells them in the kirk on a Sunday. And for the parents of that child, it might comfort

them a bit to think it’s the changeling that died. And think of their own child, healthy and

well, living forever with the fairies’ (22:46-23:28).

These concrete lines of dialogue demonstrate the importance of the historical and social

contexts in addition to the popular beliefs that impact a group’s mentality.
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The Bluest Eye, published in 1970, is Toni Morrison’s  first novel. This novel was very

controversial in its time, both because of the crude story it tells and because of the social

criticism against racism that the author carries out so effectively. In general terms, the book tells

the story of Pecola Breedlove, a black girl victim of racism in 1940s Lorraine, Ohio. This racism

undermines Pecola in many different ways throughout the narrative, turning her into a sad and

lonely child. However, the girl's devastation reaches its peak when her father rapes her, leaving

her pregnant. Precisely because of this fact, The Bluest Eye is a work that I consider optimal to

exemplify trauma and one of the defense mechanisms activated by it.

According to the American Psychological Association (APA), trauma is "an emotional

response to a terrible event like an accident, rape, or natural disaster." As these events can lead to

a mental imbalance in the individual who has experienced them, experts have dedicated

significant efforts to approaching therapies and solutions against different types of trauma.

Returning to a specifically psychoanalytic vision, I can bring up defense mechanisms again since

these are intrinsically linked to the attempt (conscious or unconscious, as will be discussed later)

to cushion the effects of trauma. Although Pecola suffers different misfortunes that add to the

causes of her unhappiness, I choose to focus on the effect that her father's rape has on her

psychological stability and the defense mechanism employed by Pecola's mind.

Some might argue that Pecola psyche's mechanism chooses to try to protect itself through

repression; however, I argue that it is suppression. This is due to a small but substantial

difference. While repression is a mechanism in which traumatic thoughts or events are buried in

the unconscious of the individual who has suffered them, suppression occurs consciously. That

is, the person actively chooses to ignore the event that has generated a trauma, thus hoping that it

will resolve on its own, or pretend that it has never happened (“Suppression”). To prove this, the
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following excerpts, in which Pecola is having a conversation with an imaginary entity, can offer

some clarification:

-He made you, didn't he?

-Shut up!

-I was only teasing.

-Shut up!

-O.K. O.K.

-He just tried, see? He didn't do anything. You hear me?

-I'm shutting up.

-You'd better. I don't like that kind of talk.

-You always talk so dirty. Who told you about that, anyway?

-I forget.

-Sammy?

-No. You did.

-I did not.

-You did. You said he tried to do it to you when you were sleeping on the couch.

-See there! You don't even know what you're talking about. It was when I was washing

dishes.

-Oh, yes. Dishes. (Morrison 143)

In this particular part of their interaction, Pecola explicitly denies what happened with her

father, Cholly. However, her supposed interlocutor is actually a product of dissociation - another

defense mechanism, consisting of the separation of distressing ideas, memories, or feelings from



Lopez 10

the rest of the psyche (“Dissociation”) - from her own mind. As proof of this, I show the

following narration’s excerpt:

-I guess you’re right. And I was so lonely for friends. And you were right here. Right

before my eyes.

-No, honey. Right after your eyes. (Morrison 146)

The fact that the voice itself indicates that it has always been after Pecola's eyes is an

indication of its true nature, an imaginary being created by the girl. Continuing this line of

thought, this part of Pecola’s mind doesn't seem to want her to forget and continues pressing her

to revive her father’s abuse. When this voice is wrong about the succession of events, Pecola

herself corrects it, thus involuntarily confirming that everything that happened is real and that

she remembers and is aware. For this reason, when trying to avoid thinking, speaking, or

remembering what happened, she is carrying out the suppression defense mechanism.

Moreover, psychology not only focuses on relatively testable and measurable processes,

but some branches also take into consideration almost metaphysical factors. In Huxley’s Brave

New World, society lacks spirituality, moral and existential dilemmas, philosophy, and, in

general, intellectual concerns. Each individual is guided solely by hedonistic pursuits that only

end up satisfying superficial impulses: they do not lack physical nourishment; they have been

conditioned and programmed to enjoy their jobs and the comforts granted to their respective

social positions; sexual intercourse is not just accepted, but even promoted; they have a

seemingly harmless drug that makes them relax and forget everything as soon as there is the

slightest hint of discomfort; death does not represent for them more than another state of being.

As described in the novel,
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People are happy; they get what they want, and they never want what they can't get.

They're well off; they're safe; they're never ill; they're not afraid of death; they're

blissfully ignorant of passion and old age; they're plagued with no mothers or fathers;

they've got no wives, or children, or lovers to feel strongly about; they're so conditioned

that they practically can't help behaving as they ought to behave. And if anything should

go wrong, there's soma. (Huxley 244)

They appear to be a perfect society since they are both productive and happy. Nobody wants

anything different. Yet readers often find this society empty, aberrant, and practically inhuman.

That is why they usually identify themselves with John, "the savage," in the story, because he has

deeper individual concerns than his primary impulses' simple satisfaction. John has not lost his

spirituality. Although it is undeniable that in Huxley's satirical utopia, paradoxically a dystopia,

there are many more elements to consider in the dehumanization of his characters. To relate it to

psychoanalysis successfully, I will focus on how spirituality or the lack of it affects the

characters throughout the narrative. More concisely, I will begin by giving way to the Jungian

concept of individuation.

Individuation is, according to the Jungian analyst Anthony Stevens, in Private Myths,

"Individuation is the process, simple or complex as the case may be, by which every living

organism becomes what it was destined to become from the beginning" (qtd. in Jeffrey). In other

words, it is the abstract and subjective idea that each one has about their personal fulfillment, of

the path they must follow to achieve their happiness. This possibility has been denied to the

people of Brave New World, even if they are not conscious of it. Even so, Helmholtz's unusual

intellectual capacity allows him to venture down these paths of intellectual questions, as

represented in the following excerpts:
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‘Did you ever feel,’ he asked, ‘as though you had something inside you that was only

waiting for you to give it a chance to come out? Some sort of extra power that you aren't

using- you know, like all the water that goes down the falls instead of through the

turbines?’ … ‘Not quite. I'm thinking of a queer feeling I sometimes get, a feeling that

I've got something important to say and the power to say it- only I don't know what it is,

and I can't make any use of the power.’ (71)

From these two parts, the conclusion is that at least the upper castes of society do not lack the

necessary competence to develop similar intellectual agitations. Precisely for this reason, that

missing part is something latent. Helmholtz is probably not the only one to experience this

feeling of incompleteness, but he is one of the few whose unusual intelligence allows him to

articulate it. John, "the savage," has not undergone the exhaustive processes of eugenics and

conditioning that the rest of society has been subjected to, so that realization does not involve

such an exaggerated mental effort. He does have ideals of what he wants. It is neither more nor

less than the clash that this deep-rooted consciousness has against the rest of the characters'

culture in the story that ends up surpassing John and leads him to end his life.

In conclusion, if over-analyzed, practically any text is potentially rich in psychoanalytic

images and symbols. Psychoanalysis, based per se on the acquisition and interpretation of

previously common elements in our culture and categorizing them as determining factors in our

psychological and behavioral conduct, depends inherently on the meanings (both hidden and

shared) that have traditionally or deliberately been attributed to them. However, for this reason, it

is not an invalid theory to be used as a lens to focus on entertainment products, both classic and

contemporary. On the contrary, its popularity and expansion have only highlighted the possible

influence that its authors and scholars may have had on the conception of certain archetypes by
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the artists themselves. If not, it will always be a tool to label elements or stories, provide depth

and come to understand fictional characters, and continue trying to decipher the great unknowns

of the human psyche. Simultaneously, society and literature have always been intertwined, since

literature is an intrinsic form of the culture in which populations forge. For this reason, we can

find elements that complement each other in both areas since they have been inseparably parallel

reflections. Literature reveals and shapes the visions of societies and their social and historical

contexts. At the same time, societies feed and grow based on the standards used, among other

things, by literature.
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